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‘ Screening for early identification of learning

problems must be done through effective identification procedures
which assure all children an eqWal opportunity for quality education.
5 In order to-do this, it is necessary to identify the essential
LS, characteristics of an effective screenifg program, the ways these
\ characteristics might be implemented, and the possible pitfalls which
T must be avoided. Farly identification is a predictive procedure which
seeks to identify signs that warn of impending problems, and it
should be proven that these warning signs and the methods of their
recognition are reliable and valid pred{ctors of future educational
" difficulties. Unvalidated screening programs are detrimental both to
children not served and to those incorrectly classified. Thus,

" accuracy is an essential characteristic of.an exemplary early
.identification program; the accuracy .of the forecast must be
demonstrated by specifying exactly what outcome behaviors are being
predigted. It is, then, important to |specify and measure reliably the .
sét of predictors that one thinks can validly forecast failure in the
basic academic skills one, two, or eﬁeh three years in advance. A~ .
screening procedure- must be practical;as well as accurate. It must be
acceptable to all involved (the child, the teacher, and the parents),
and it must be cost effective, by utiflizing inexpensive materials and
fequiring a minihum amount of child, teacher, and administrator tinme.
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\ - Early Identification:
” FARS ‘r" L

Predicting School Problems Before They Become Disabling

Gerald M. Senf

- -

Screening fcr early identification of learning problems is increas-~

At

= | . e i . ’
irvlv becoming of concarn to parents, teachors, administraters and their

L ) . - .
gupport personncl, aud eyen to legislators. The concerns oOf these di~
v{

1

verse interest groups, operating in unique local contexts, must ke blended
\ N ‘"

into effective identificarion procedures which assure all our children

an equal opportunity'for a quality education. ! What are the essential

zcharacteristics of an effective screening program? How might these
characteristics be implemented? And what are the possible pitfalls

which must be avoided? C “ -

4

Early jdentification is essantially a predictive procedure. ’It
tries to forecast as esarly as possible school-related pr;blemslbeéore
they happen,-before the éhild develops self-defeating schosl h%bits and
a negative self-image, and before the whole social system including
child, pagentS, and scﬁool become caught in the failure syndrdme. Pre-
diction of the future is risky business, especially when the Qell-being
of peoplé is involved. However, failure to recognize that ea%ly identi~

fication requires forecasting the future can result in naive and, in

L4 ,

" many cases,discriminatory scereening procedures.
I shall first clarify why screening is predictive in nature; then
we can sec why many approaches are over optimistically simplistic and

lead to discriminatory screening procedures. With this background. we

,can then examine the ingredients of an effective screening program,

Early identification is predictive in intent and must adopt methods

4
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consarstent with this purpose. Similar to tne medical screening for |
/
visual and auditory sensor& defects, so long an integral and accepted
. ,’ //

[

part of school's responéibility to children, educational screeniné
B /

secks to ddentafy sigﬁ% which warn us of impending problems. In screeniny
. - i /
. | /

¢

// 3 ! . - 13 -/ :
for visual defects, the examiner refers for moxe intensive diagnosis !

-

Y1

thore ghildren whose screening-test rerformance is signifizantly in-

forizr to Yoar tY tociry cears.  any chlﬂdren raferraed fcf further dizz-
no313 may not turn oat o have sensoryfprcblems ("false positives")
thle others who "rass" the screening test will in fact require correct-
Lve‘procedures ¥n the Futute {"false ngéatives"). Hoét children will be .
accurately assessed, the majority with'intact viSESb/being so recognized
\ . . .
and the few with actual visual difficuities being referred ("hits").
The vision test does noé diagnose visién probléms; rather, it forecasts
with imperfect accuracy-their occurrance. It is crucial to recognize
i
that the child's problem does not lie in his inability to pass the screen-
ing test itself so much as in what faiiure on the test implies for his
future success on a whole host of educational and life tasks.

]

Educational screening can learn a lot from the vision example.
SOmetimes,‘the warning signs may signal p;oblems but may not be serious
problems in and of themselves. The inability of a first grader to name
colors, for example, is not in itself so much of an educational problem
as it is a sigpal,tﬁat some more basic and pervasive learning difficulty
may be being singlled. Not knowing colorg is.redlly not a serious prob~
lem; after al}, sgverely color blind individuals are normally intelligent
and achieve normally. Nst kﬂbwing colors may suggest a learning problem
for a normally sighted child, however, Thué, this example illustrétes

the point that.warning signs are typically only partially predictive,

. :
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signalling a serious problem for one child but not for another. Also, .

notice that the inability to nam2 colors is not the child's problem but

instead is a predictor that some more basic problem may exist.

) A

The fact that thé ¢hild's behavior, whether in a defined test

situation or in the classroom, is an imperfect predictor of future

educationally-relevant kehavior forces us to recognize that screening
mooeoatl T sl rezurronent befars 21ng rut into effectf it
must be proven that the warning signs and thelmethod of their recogniﬁion
(méasurement) are réliable and valid predictors of future educatlonai
] —_ .

diff;culties. There is no sense in spending our limited resources and
chancing stigmatizing a child by having specialists treat his deviant,
clumsy, or otherwise irregular hehavior unless his idiosyncracies are
‘ggggicthé of future difficulty in accomplishing accepted educational
tasks such as reading, spelling, and arithmetic.

Screening programs I have seen in my consultation with learning

-

disability programs nationwide.typigally assume that present irregular-

ities predict future proplems. Teachers, for example, are routinely
required to judge which children need special education or other aux- ’ ¢
iliary services. The accuracy of their judgements is seldom investigated
(though the existing evidence does indicate that the single best predictor
’ - P !
of a child's success in school is his teacher's judgement). The abuse to
children (and to teachers) occurs when remedial procedures are instituted
in cases where there is no evidénce tgat the child's present irregular
behavior willt lead to future school difficulties. \

The abuses of unvalidated screening programs are frequently moxe det-
. ]

rimental to children not served (false negatives) than to those incorrectly

identified (false,positives). In the former case, children in need
I

6
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of services are overlooked, possibly because their appropriatz demeanor
i

creates few problems. for the classroom teacher, or because their parents ’

5

. 3
lack the tame, interest, or academic expectations to seek services for

’

their child. 1In the latter case, where children are selected who are

! .

not seriously in need of services, the possiblity exists that these \

Y

chrloren will Le stignatized unnecessarily. Also, in thase cas:s,

avaa e

limited resources are being diverted from those in greater neced. - If a S,

-

child must bear the stigma of being different, he shouid have to do so

»
-

only justifyably, that is if his difference will create serious

educational problems for him in later years and if appropriate remedial

services are available.
. LY

Accepting now the proposition that proper early identification
represeﬁté accurate, validated prediction of future educational problems,

we can further examine the essential characteristics of an exemplary early

identification program.

Screening must be both accurate and practical. Accuracy refers to

[

the valid prediction of some future condition which we attempt”to
alleviate through early intervention. The accuracy of ourvforecast must
be demonstrated, not just assumed. To demonstrate accuracy of preﬁiction,
one must specify exactly what outcéﬁe behaviors are being predicted so
that one can determine whether the prediction is, in fact, accurate.

The educator must specify exactly what outcome (s) he thinks will occur

when he indicates that a given child is in need of extra-ordinary schéol

! ¢

services.

I believe the proper outcome behaviors with which early identi-

fication programs should concern themselves are the basic academic skills

Pt
4 .
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of reading, spelling, and arithmetic. I might also add to this list

zocial and emotional adjustment within the school context, though pre-

u diction of adjustment is very difficult from a measurement standpoint. J
& T »

kY

It is, after all, the child's failure to acquire basic school skills
;7 . .

y

that concerns us. Conversely, it is improper in my cpinion to attempt

-

crrediction of whether or not the cnild has a "lLearning Dicabilicy”,

an "Emotional Disturpance", or "linimal Brain Dysfunction” or some other

%

diagnostic entity. These terms refer to intellectual constructions that
we have evolved in an attempt to understand inadequate performance. These
themselves are judgements that must be validated against external behav-

joral criteria and so do not have the logical status of criteria against

I3

which other predictive instruments can be validated. . .

Once one can specify the failing behaviors (criteria) that one fearS/

the child may possess unlesssome intervention occurs, the next task is to
@
measure those criteria reliably. Though improvements can always be

made, our present ability to measure basic school skills is sufficient

1 % .
for constructing more than adeguate early idertification programs.

The next step‘is to specify and measure reliably the set of -

predictors that one thinks can validly forecast failure in the basic
academic skills one, two, or even three years in advance. It is\at
this point that one's theory of educational disabilities plays a part : N
in selecting the dimensions to use as predictors. In common withfany

other enterprise where accuracy of prediction is important, the measure- .
ment of the Gimensions chosen must be shown to be reliable. Reliable
measurement of one's predictors and criterion outcome variables allows

one to assess éhe degree of accuracy of the early identification.

Screening procedures whose degrec of accuracy is unknown do our children

g ,

‘
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a great disservice.

Besides being accurats, a Screening procedure must be practical.
By practical I mean that the screening procedure rust be acceptable
to all involved and 1t must ke cost-effective. Acceptability to all

concerned includes child, teacher, school administration, parent and

~

- . . -
strliap® sthool carscracl, The sosarnement rreo o7 e 5 thersslves rust

.
-

ke as pleasant as rossible for the child, the teacaer, and tne parents.
Y

A creatively designeéd screening progfém could be enjoyable t& all and. ‘
even have education;l value. Information to be derived from the child
could be cast in game-li1ke formats. Whereas only a few children with/
"high risk of future scnool propblems” are being sought, items ;ouid

be designed so that most children will find them easy. Information

sought from teachers and/or parents could be reduced to a minimum

through appropriate statistical analyses designed to discover the pre-

dictive usefulness of each and every question asked. 1In addition the
screening procedures must be easily condncted making them administra-

tively simple for teachers and schodol administrato%s. Furthermore,

\
\

screening should be integrated with the remedial sérvices so that the
resulting information logically interfaces with the following diagnostic
steps.

An exemplary screening procedure must also be cost effective. We must
reserve the bulk of our educational dollar for the remedial programs.
It is my contention that we waste more dollars attempting to remediate

irregularities which are at best only partial predictors of future

problems (such as naming colors) but which are not in themselves serious

difficulties. We also expend tremendous resources doing lengthy diag-

noses on children subsequently found not to have any particular school

9
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- froblem. Accurate screening could measureably reduce these wasted expen-
ditures.

-

P2

To maximize cost-cffectiveness, the exemolary screening procedure
must utilize inexpensive materials and require a minimum amount of

* * x x \ *
child,teacher, and admnistrator time. .It must maximize the use of
sar tachnolasy so that rrofessional perconnel such

tedchnts, acnin-
istrators, schcol psvchologists and other auxaliary staff engage only

in those tasks rcguiring their level of skill, leaving clerical and

* »
statistical manirulations to clerks and machines.
Exemplary screening programs rejulre research aimed at (a) isolating

and measuring the signs that warn of pptential problems and (b) demon-
strating that the signs chosen are valid.

Research of this kind takes
money, money which must be allocated at thesexpense of present service

programs. Without such commitment to reséa

ch and to the future we will
find ourselves living in a future armed on!y with yesterdays weapons.

Our present methods of early identification fall far short of what we can
do.

.

Accurate, cost~effective screening should ke a high priority in our

efforts to provide an equal educational opportunity for all ocur children.
~

Evaluation Research Director

~
Leadership Training Institute in Learning Diszbilities

Department of Special Education

-
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